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B.—Total object, complete with missing parts, 
instead of partial object. Question of degree. 

D.—More. The tyranny of the discreet over¬ 
thrown. The world a flux of movements par¬ 
taking of living time, that of effort, creation, 
liberation, the painting, the painter. The fleet¬ 
ing instant of sensation given back, given forth, 
with context of the continuum it nourished. 

B.—In any case a thrusting towards a more 
adequate expression of natural experience, as 
revealed to the vigilant coenaesthesia. Whether 
achieved through submission or through mas¬ 
tery, the result is a gain in nature. 

1 ).—But that which this painter discovers, 
orders, transmits, is not in nature. What rela- 
i ion between one of these paintings and a land- 
s< .11 >o seen at a certain age, a certain season, a 
certain hour? Are we not on a quite different 
plane? 

fl fly nature I mean here, like the nai'vest 
n alisl, a composite of perceiver and perceived, 
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not a datum, an experience. All I wish to sug¬ 
gest is that the tendency and accomplishment of 
this painting are fundamentally those of pre¬ 
vious painting, straining to enlarge the state¬ 
ment of a compromise. 

D.—You neglect the immense difference be¬ 
tween the significance of perception for Tal 
Coat and its significance for the great majority 
of his predecessors, apprehending as artists with 
the same utilitarian servility as in a traffic-jam 
and improving the result with a lick of Euclid¬ 
ian geometry. The global perception of Tal 
Coat is disinterested, committed neither to 
truth nor to beauty, twin tyrannies of nature. 
I can see the compromise of past painting, but 
not that which you deplore in the Matisse of 
a certain period and in the Tal Coat of to-day. 

B.—I do not deplore. I agree that the Matisse 
in question, as well as the Franciscan orgies of 
Tal Coat, have prodigious value, but a value 
cognate with those already accumulated. VVlint 
we have to consider in the case of Italian 
pa ini crs is not that they surveyed the world 
with the eyes of building-contractors, a mere 
means like any other, but that they ncvei si ii i ed 
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from the field of the possible, however much 
they may have enlarged it. The only thing 
disturbed by the revolutionaries Matisse and 
Tal Coat is a certain order on the plane of the 
feasible. 

D.—What other plane can there be for the 
maker? 

B.—Logically none. Yet I speak of an art turn¬ 
ing from it in disgust, weary of puny exploits, 
weary of pretending to be able, of being able, 
of doing a little better the same old thing, of 
going a little further along a dreary road. 

D.—And preferring what? 

B.—The expression that there is nothing to 
express, nothing with which to express, nothing 
from which to express, no power to express, no 
desire to express, together with the obligation 
to express. 

D.—But that is a violently extreme and per¬ 
sonal point of view, of no help to us in the 
matter of Tal Coat. 

B.— 

D.—Perhaps that is enough for to-day. 
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B.—In search of the difficulty rather than in its 
clutch. The disquiet of him who lacks an ad¬ 
versary. 

D._That is perhaps why he speaks so often 

nowadays of painting the void, ‘in fear and 
trembling’. His concern was at one time with 
the creation of a mythology; then with man, 
not simply in the universe, but in society; and 
now . . . ‘inner emptiness, the prime condition, 
according to Chinese esthetics, of the act of 
painting’. It would seem, in effect, that Masson 
suffers more keenly than any living painter 
from the need to come to rest, i.e. to establish 
l lie data of the problem to be solved, the 
Problem at last. 

H —Though little familiar with the problems 
lie has set himself in the past and which, by the 
mere fact of their solubility or for any other 
reason, have lost for him their legitimacy, I feel 
ilicir presence not far behind these canvases 
veiled in consternation, and the scars of a com¬ 
petence that must be most painful to him. Two 
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old maladies that should no doubt be con¬ 
sidered separately: the malady of wanting to 
know what to do and the malady of wanting to 
be able to do it. 

D.—But Masson’s declared purpose is now to 
reduce these maladies, as you call them, to 
nothing. He aspires to be rid of the servitude 
of space, that his eye may ‘frolic among the 
focusless fields, tumultuous with incessant crea¬ 
tion’. At the same time he demands the re¬ 
habilitation of the ‘vaporous’. This may seem 
strange in one more fitted by temperament for 
fire than for damp. You of course will reply 
that it is the same thing as before, the same 
reaching towards succour from without. Opaque 
or transparent, the object remains sovereign. 
But how can Masson be expected to paint the 
void? 

B.—He is not. What is the good of passing from 
one untenable position to another, of seeking- 
justification always on the same plane? Here is 
an artist who seems literally skewered on the 
ferocious dilemma of expression. Yet he con 
tinues to wriggle. The void he speaks of is pei 
haps simply the obliteration of an unbearable 
presence, unbearable because neither to In 
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wooed nor to be stormed. If this anguish of 
helplessness is never stated as such, on its own 
merits and for its own sake, though perhaps 
very occasionally admitted as spice to the 
‘exploit’ it jeopardised, the reason is doubtless, 
among others, that it seems to contain in itself 
the impossibility of statement. Again an ex¬ 
quisitely logical attitude. In any case, it is 
hardly to be confused with the void. 

0 .—Masson speaks much of transparency — 
‘openings, circulations, communications, un¬ 
known penetrations’—where he may frolic at 
his ease, in freedom. Without renouncing the 
objects, loathsome or delicious, that are our 
daily bread and wine and poison, he seeks to 
break through their partitions to that con¬ 
tinuity of being which is absent from the ordin¬ 
ary experience of living. In this he approaches 
Matisse (of the first period needless to say) and 
I d Coat, but with this notable difference, that 
Masson has to contend with his own technical 
(•ills, which have the richness, the precision, the 
density and balance of the high classical 
ni.iimcr. Or perhaps I should say rather its 
spoil, lor he has shown himself capable, as 
.. required, of great technical variety. 
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—What you say certainly throws light on the 
dramatic predicament of this artist. Allow me 
to note his concern with the amenities of ease 
and freedom. The stars are undoubtedly superb, 
as Freud remarked on reading Kant s cosmo¬ 
logical proof of the existence of God. With such 
preoccupations it seems to me impossible that 
he should ever do anything different from that 
which the best, including himself, have done 
already. It is perhaps an impertinence to sug¬ 
gest that he wishes to. His so extremely intel¬ 
ligent lemarks on space breathe the same 
possessiveness as the notebooks of Leonardo 
who, when he speaks of disfazione, knows that 
him not one fragment will be lost. So forgive 
me if I relapse, as when we spoke of the so 
different 1 al Coat, into my dream of an art 
unresentful of its insuperable indigence and too 
proud for the farce of giving and receiving. 

hh Masson himself, having remarked that 
western perspective is no more than a series of 
liaps foi the capture of objects, declares that 
their possession does not interest him. He con 
gratulates Bonnard for having, in his last work s, 
‘gone beyond possessive space in every shape and 
form, far from surveys and bounds, to the point 
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where all possession is dissolved’. I agree that 
there is a long cry from Bonnard to that im¬ 
poverished painting, 'authentically fruitless, in¬ 
capable of any image whatsoever’, to which you 
aspire, and towards which too, who knows, un¬ 
consciously perhaps, Masson tends. But must 
we really deplore the painting that admits ‘the 
things and creatures of spring, resplendent with 
desire and affirmation, ephemeral no doubt, but 
immortally reiterant’, not in order to benefit 
by them, not in order to enjoy them, but in 
order that what is tolerable and radiant in the 
world may continue? Are we really to deplore 
the painting that is a rallying, among the things 
of time that pass and hurry us away, towards a 
l ime that endures and gives increase? 

B.—(Exit weeping.) 
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B.—Frenchman, fire first. 


D.—Speaking of Tal Coat and Masson you in¬ 
voked an art of a different order, not only from 
theirs, but from any achieved up to date. Am 
l right in thinking that you had van Velde in 
mind when making this sweeping distinction? 

B.—Yes. I think he is the first to accept a certain 
situation and to consent to a certain act. 

I). -Would it be too much to ask you to state 
.igain, as simply as possible, the situation and 
,i< i that you conceive to be his? 

B The situation is that of him who is help¬ 
less, cannot act, in the event cannot paint, since 
hr is obliged to paint. The act is of him who, 
helpless, unable to act, acts, in the event paints, 
sum (i lie is obliged to paint. 

It Why is he obliged to paint? 

If I ilon’l know. 
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D.—Why is he helpless to paint? 

B.—Because there is nothing to paint and 
nothing to paint with. 

D.—And the result, you say, is art of a new 
order? 

B.—Among those whom wc call great artists, 1 
can think of none whose concern was not pre¬ 
dominantly with his expressive possibilities, 
those of his vehicle, those of humanity. The 
assumption underlying all painting is that the 
domain of the maker is the domain of the feas¬ 
ible. The much to express, the little to express, 
the ability to express much, the ability to ex¬ 
press little, merge in the common anxiety to 
express as much as possible, or as truly as pos¬ 
sible, or as finely as possible, to the best of one’s 
ability. What- 

D.—One moment. Are you suggesting that the 
painting of van Velde is inexpressive? 

B.—(A fortnight later) Yes. 

II-—You realise the absurdity of what you 
advance? 
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B.—I hope I do. 

D.—What you say amounts to this: the form 
of expression known as painting, since for ob¬ 
scure reasons we are obliged to speak of 
painting, has had to wait for van Velde to be 
rid of the misapprehension under which it has 
laboured so long and so bravely, namely, that 
its function was to express, by means of paint. 

B.—Others have felt that art is not necessarily 
expression. But the numerous attempts made to 
make painting independent of its occasion have 
only succeeded in enlarging its repertory. I 
suggest that van Velde is the first whose painting 
is bereft, rid if you prefer, of occasion in every 
shape and form, ideal as well as material, and 

i he first whose hands have not been tied by the 
certitude that expression is an impossible act. 

1 ).—But might it not be suggested, even by one 
lolerant of this fantastic theory, that the occas¬ 
ion of his painting is his predicament, and that 

ii is expressive of the impossibility to express? 

K. —No more ingenious method could be de¬ 
vised for restoring him, safe and sound, to the 
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bosom of Saint Luke. But let us, for once, be 
foolish enough not to turn tail. All have turned 
wisely tail, before the ultimate penury, back to 
the mere misery where destitute virtuous 
mothers may steal bread for their starving brats. 
There is more than a difference of degree be¬ 
tween being short, short of the world, short of 
self, and being without these esteemed com¬ 
modities. The one is a predicament, the other 
not. 

D.—But you have already spoken of the pre¬ 
dicament of van Velde. 

B.—I should not have done so. 

D.—You prefer the purer view that here at last 
is a painter who does not paint, does not pre¬ 
tend to paint. Come, come, my dear fellow, 
make some kind of connected statement and 
then go away. ' 

B.—Would it not be enough if I simply went 
away? 

D.—No. You have begun. Finish. Begin again 
and go on until you have finished. Then go 
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away. Try and bear in mind that the subject 
under discussion is not yourself, nor the Sufist 
Al-Haqq, but a particular Dutchman by name 
van Velde, hitherto erroneously referred to as 
an artiste peintre. 

B.—How would it be if I first said what I am 
pleased to fancy he is, fancy he does, and then 
that it is more than likely that he is and does 
quite otherwise? Would not that be an excellent 
issue out of all our afflictions? He happy, you 
happy, I happy, all three bubbling over with 
happiness. 

I).—Do as you please. But get it over. 

Ik—There are many ways in which the thing 
I am trying in vain to say may be tried in vain 
lo lie said. I have experimented, as you know, 
both in public and in private, under duress, 
through faintness of heart, through weakness 
of mind, with two or three hundred. The 
pathetic antithesis possession-poverty was per¬ 
haps not the most tedious. But we begin to 
weary of it, do we not? The realisation that art 
has always been bourgeois, though it may dull 
mu pain before the achievements of the socially 
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progressive, is finally of scant interest. The 
analysis of the relation between the artist and 
his occasion, a relation always regarded as in¬ 
dispensable, does not seem to have been very 
productive either, the reason being perhaps 
that it lost its way in disquisitions on the nature 
of occasion. It is obvious that for the artist 
obsessed with his expressive vocation, anything 
and everything is doomed to become occasion, 
including, as is apparently to some extent the 
case with Masson, the pursuit of occasion, and 
the every man his own wife experiments of the 
spiritual Kandinsky. No painting is more re¬ 
plete than Mondrian’s. But if the occasion 
appears as an unstable term of relation, the 
artist, who is the other term, is hardly less so, 
thanks to his warren of modes and attitudes. 
The objections to this dualist view of the 
creative process are unconvincing. Two things 
are established, however precariously: the 
aliment, from fruits on plates to low mathem¬ 
atics and self-commiseration, and its manner of 
dispatch. All that should concern us is the acute 
and increasing anxiety of the relation itself, as 
though shadowed more and more darkly by a 
sense of invalidity, of inadequacy, of existence 
at the expense of all that it excludes, all that i i 
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blinds to. The history of painting, here we go 
again, is the history of its attempts to escape 
from this sense of failure, by means of more 
authentic, more ample, less exclusive relations 
between representer and representee, in a kind 
of tropism towards a light as to the nature of 
which the best opinions continue to vary, and 
with a kind of Pythagorean terror, as though 
the irrationality of pi were an offence against 
the deity, not to mention his creature. My case, 
since I am in the dock, is that van Velde is the 
first to desist from this estheticised automatism, 
the first to submit wholly to the incoercible 
absence of relation, in the absence of terms or, 
il you like, in the presence of unavailable 
terms, the first to admit that to be an artist is 
to fail, as no other dare fail, that failure is his 
world and the shrink from it desertion, art and 
* raft, good housekeeping, living. No, no, allow 
uic to expire. I know that all that is required 
now, in order to bring even this horrible matter 
10 an acceptable conclusion, is to make of this 
submission, this admission, this fidelity to fail- 
111 r, a new occasion, a new term of relation, 
mil of the act which, unable to act, obliged to 
m 1, lu- makes, an expressive act, even if only of 
i 1 sell, of its impossibility, of its obligation. I 
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know that my inability to do so places myself, 
and perhaps an innocent, in what I think is 
still called an unenviable situation, familiar to 
psychiatrists. For what is this coloured plane, 
that was not there before. I don’t know what 
it is, having never seen anything like it before. 
It seems to have nothing to do with art, in any 
case, if my memories are correct. (Prepares to 

go)- 

D.—Are you not forgetting something? 

B.—Surely that is enough? 

D.—I understood your number was to have 
two parts. The first was to consist in your 
saying what you - - er - - thought. This I am 
prepared to believe you have done. The 
second - - 

B.—(Remembering, warmly) Yes, yes, I am 
mistaken, I am mistaken. 
























